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DOC[OR ALLISON has completed with great success his history of the Belfast General
Hospital, re-named the Belfast Royal Hospital in 1875, and the Royal Victoria Hospital in
1898. Taken with Malcolm's history of the General Hospital and Marshall's history of the
hospital on the Grovenor Road site, this volume puts Royal Victoria Hospital men and women
in the fortunate and happy position of being able easily to be familiar with the history of
their hospital, its medical school, and the city it has served since 1792. One sees with sincere
admiration how Doctor Allison must have laboured to assemble and marshal the material,
and yet the Allisonian prose moves as serenely and as lucidly as ever. The triple currents of
our history flow through the chapters. Medicine, nursing and administration in turn take the
main stream as their successive problems, tasks and difficulties are met, recognised, tackled
and solved. There is a vast amount of information, all instructive, and there is a sufficiency
of biographical detail and anecdote. Royal Victoria Hospital nurses will value chapter 14
on nursing at the hospital. It is likely that the hospital never gave, and perhaps still does not
give, enough attention to public and occupational health, but the work of Malcolm, H. S.
Purdon and Henry O'Neill in this field leaves us open to less reproach. O'Neill's work is
discussed in chapter 9. Your reviewer has the honour to be one of William Whitla's successors
in his wards, and he first pored over Whitla's Materia Medica and Therapeutics as a school-
boy. A delightful chapter (10) amounts to a presentation of Whitla and his work, and is the
best account of Whitla available. Chapter 8 recounts the coming of anaesthesia and antiseptic
surgery to the hospital with all the blessings that ensued for the citizens. The history of
surgery in Belfast cannot be written entirely in terms of the Royal Hospital's experience. John
Campbell (1895) reported 22 abdominal operations done between 1893 and 1895 with only
two deaths. Four were done at home and 18 in the Samaritan Hospital. They included the
first 2 cases of vaginal hysterectomy done in the city.
The paper, printing and design do the Belfast printing trade and Messrs. Brough, Cox
and Dunn the greatest credit. The frontispiece is a reproduction of Mr. Frank McKelvey's
fine picture of the Frederick Street Hospital. There is a picture of Lady Pirrie facing page
237. We take it that the inscription on Queen Victoria's statue in the quadrangle - dux
femina facti - really applies to Lady Pirrie. Your reviewer remembers her as an aged lady,
president of the Royal Belfast Academical Institution, breaking into gentle tears as she
addressed the school and spoke of her husband, the founder with her of the new hospital on
the Grosvenor Road, so many years before.
The book has been the victim of a few oversights in proof-reading and of some misprints.
Two errors are of some moment. We think that Cuming was appointed to the chair of
medicine in the Queen's College in 1865 and not 1858 (page 213), and, if so, he was 32 at
the time and held office as attending physician for 34 years. Whitla, we think, presented the
Manual of the Theory and Practice of Medicine to the members of the British Medical
Association at the Belfast meeting of 1909. Osler attended that meeting and must have
received the two volumes. We wonder what Osler made of it, and where his copy is now.
Page 83 might be misread to mean that Almroth Wright and William MacCormac were
medical students at Inst, whereas they were schoolboys there after the medical school of
Belfast had been re-established in the Queen's College. Thomas Andrews was at Inst before
the medical school there was founded and his first connection with it was as professor of
chemistry.
The question of the existence and mosquito-transmission of malaria in Belfast is discussed
on page 61. Even granted that the seven cases of ague recorded were malaria, they may have
been relapses in patients who had been abroad. (The first case of malaria your reviewer saw
223was in a repatriated soldier in Doagh in 1941). An epidemic of malaria was reported in
County Cork in the years 1857-1858 (Cummins 1957), but that was before the diagnosis
could be made by microscopy of the red cells. It is certainly not possible to understand the
social, economic and military history of Ulster without taking into account the epidemic
diseases, and any information on the existence of epidemic malaria (or, even more important,
epidemic sprue) ought to be recorded. It is interesting that there is no mention of endemic,
non-venereal syphilis which was recorded in Londonderry under the name of sibbens
(Johnston 1960). H. S. Purdon (1875) mentions a questionable case seen at the Belfast Skin
Hospital in 1868 under the name of button scurvy. As for the perpetuation of typhus in the
community (page 9) the Brill-Zinsser type of reactivation of a long dormant infection must
have been important. Even now it is worth thinking of this in some cases of fever, for
example in itinerants, in whom the disease lingered longest.
We see more in this book than the history of a hospital. We see a movement of the
national spirit. Here in Ulster we have brought forth a new nation. It was that nation's
spirit which first blew life into the charity, which is now the Royal Victoria Hospital, and
sustained it. Now that hospital imparts its own spirit to its staff, its students, its patients,
and their fellow citizens. Long may it be so. We feel able to offer Doctor Allison the thanks,
not only of his hospital, but of his country. J.S.L.
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THE LIFE AND TIMES OF A VOLUNTARY HOSPITAL. The Royal Beltast
Hospital For Sick Children. 1873-1948. By H. G. Calwell, M.A., M.D.
(Pp. xiii+138; Plates xxxiv. £1.50). Belfast: Brough, Cox and Dunn. 1973.
IN the second half of the last century due to many not necessary related causes a large
number of hospitals appeared throughout Great Britain and Ireland and several this year
are celebrating their centenary.
In Belfast at the time two such hospitals appeared both dedicated to the care of sick
children-The Belfast Hospital for Sick Children and The Ulster Hospital for Women and
Children. Dr. Calwell in his book "The Life and Times of a Voluntary Hospital" deals with
the first 75 years of the Royal Belfast Hospital for Sick Children. He did not complete the
last 25 years as it is no longer a voluntary hospital but was by then absorbed into the
National Health Service.
This is a splendid book and beautifully produced. It is not only the story of a hospital
but also the story of the social history of that time. It traces the hospital as it started in
King Street, then through that importanti period in Queen Street until it occupiied its presnt
site on the Falls Road. There it is part of what is probably one of the best hospital complexes
in the United Kingdom. Our students are indeed fortunate to be able to get their entire
medical training and teaching if they wish in the confines of one single campus.
Dr. Calwell does not restrict himself to the obvious advances in medicine that have taken
place over the years but he does show how dependent a hospital is on its other aspects -
nursing, diet, administration, finance, teaching, epidemics, and its relationship to the major
recurring causes of unrest. This hospital has come through three major wars, all of which
involved medical staff, nursing staff, food shortage, rationing, not to mention blackouts and
bomb raids. It has been hard to isolate it from Belfast's tragic political unrest, all of which
has added to difficulties in recruiting of staff.
In World War II Mrs. D. C. Lindsay's gift of her home-Lissue, near Lisburn-now the
hospital's convalescent home, was indeed one of the most valuable gifts ever transferred to
the Northern Ireland Hospitals Authority.
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